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Calendar of Events

New and Notable
MUSIC THERAPY DEPARTMENT 

 On November 15, the music therapy department gave a presentation on Wildwood Programs at the American Music 
Therapy Association’s national conference in Kansas City.  Beth McLaughlin and Mark Ahola shared about the collaborative pro-
cess of Professional Learning Communities, the continuum of services though adulthood that Wildwood provides, and how our 
school’s Essential Outcomes are addressed through music therapy.  The presentation was well received by colleagues.

December 24 – January 1 – Holiday Recess    April 25-29 – Spring Recess

January 12 – Half Day        May 20 – Prom for High School and Young Adults

January 18 – Martin Luther King Jr. Day, no school   May 30 – Memorial Day, no school

February 2 – Half Day       June 3 – High School Field Day

February 15-19 – Winter Recess      June 7 – ½ day – Agency Training Day 

March 1 – Half Day       June 9 – High School Spring Trip  

March 5 – Wildwood School Family Day  (March 19 Snow Date)  June 23 - Graduation

March 15 – Staff Training Day      June 24 – ½ day Last Day of School

March 25 – Good Friday, no school
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W I L D W O O D  S C H O O L

www.wildwoodschoolsite.com

Well, here we are already at the holiday break—where does the 
time go?  Of course, being busy makes time speed up (as all of our 
families know!) and we’ve been very busy here at school as we 
always are.

In this issue we are excited to update you on some of the impor-
tant things that are happening in and around Wildwood School. 
There has been significant improvements in our ongoing project 
to renovate our Altamont site of our Summer Extension Program, 

often known as Camp Wildwood. We also want you to learn about the ins and outs of our 
Transition Readiness Department and the work they are doing getting our students ready for 
the world outside of school. 

Our Healthy Eating Active Living is a program we are very proud of and we want to be 
sure you know what HEAL is all about.  Part of the HEAL initiative is catching and keeping 
our students’ attention so they are interested in exercising.  It is always a challenge and our 
creative information technology and physical education teams’ new “Tech-sercise” is doing 
just that. 

We also spend some time in this issue letting you know more our Peer Coaching program 
which is a part of our professional learning plan and how it is energizing our staff.  We are 
looking forward to seeing the impact on our teaching and clinical practices and ultimately on 
student growth.

All of this is really about making sure we as an organization is never standing still. That 
simply isn’t an option for us because of the ever changing environments both inside and 
outside of the school. We are committed to providing the very best educational opportuni-
ties to our students and we are constantly on the look out for best practices.

OUR MISSION
The mission of Wildwood School is to educate students with autism spectrum disorders, 
neurological impairments and complex learning disabilities by developing skills to live, 
work and recreate at their highest level of independence.

OUR VISION
To be recognized as a school of distinction rooted in best practice and innovation.
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Some of the individuals Wildwood supports may be close to or below the threshold 
of being able to manage basic activities of daily living (ADLs).  They are also at risk at 
being more prone to a sedentary lifestyle and poor nutrition. Even small reductions in 
stamina or capacity can negatively impact the ability to dress, bathe, eat, or walk with-
out assistance.  The loss or reduction in independence in such basic activities hampers 
personal freedom, reduces autonomy, and leaves the person more vulnerable to the det-
rimental physiologic and psychological effects of, and secondary conditions associated 

with physical inactivity.  

Children and adults with disabilities are less likely to engage in regular physical activity than people without disabilities.  
Physical activity is 4.5 times lower for children and youth with disabilities.  Obesity is more common among people with disabili-
ties and is an important risk factor for other health conditions.  Patterns of inactivity in childhood lead to higher rates of inactivity, 
obesity, and other problems in adulthood.

• Approximately 56 million Americans today have a disability.

• The obesity rate for children with disabilities in the U.S. is 38 percent higher than for children without disabilities. The 
adult obesity rate is 57 percent higher than for adults without disabilities.

• Adults with disabilities are physically active on a regular basis about half as often as adults without disabilities (12 per-
cent vs. 22 percent). 

• Significant disparities (barriers) exist in access to health care, with 29 percent of people with disabilities showing unmet 
need compared to 12 percent for people without disabilities.

Much is known about the benefits of regular physical activity in the general population, including improvement in levels of 
physical functioning (e.g., aerobic capacity) and numerous health benefits.  There is also significant knowledge about the detri-
mental physiological effects of inactivity on both physical functioning and health.  Optimizing physical activity for people with 
disabilities may be even more important to their general welfare.  Disabilities commonly cause "a cycle of de-conditioning" in 
which physical functioning deteriorates, leading to further reduction in physical activity levels. 

To ensure our students have opportunities that promote healthy living and lifestyles we have cre-
ated an environment that is accessible to all – a fitness center - but not just any fitness center.  This 
one is 21st century focused and uses QR codes as its central theme.  QR codes are not new to edu-
cation. They are used in a diversity of ways.  In fact, several of the classrooms at Wildwood School 
use them to promote activities of daily living and to teach routines through video modeling.  The 
technology is pretty much the same but how you can use it is what makes it special, and the fitness 
center does just that.

Each of the 10 workout stations has a QR code to scan with the iPad or iPhone. The QR codes are 
color-coded and correspond to different exercises on each piece of equipment. When an individual 
scans the code, they are brought to a demonstration video of the exercise 
so that they can perform it safely and independently.  That independence 
piece is the key.  The physical education staff has taken existing technology 
and transformed a space, creating an accessible environment for all and has 
also created a model that would be easy for other schools or fitness centers 
to implement or vary to meet their needs.  This is what 21st century teach-
ing and learning is all about.   As individuals work through the stations, they 
learn how to safely exercise, work with each other, and set a foundation for a 
life rooted in healthy practices.  Most importantly, they can do this indepen-
dently!

Mark Giufre, 
Instructional Technology Specialist

W I L D W O O D  S C H O O LLearning LifeFor
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Tech-sercise! Fitness for All!
Ryan Patrie, 
Physical Education Teacher
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We are always in awe of the amazing work our staff do here at Wildwood School.  Following a webi-
nar where the presenters spoke about research studies in Organizational Behavior Management, which 
is a field of behavior analysis that works to improve individual and group performance in the workplace, I 
wanted to figure out a way that we could further acknowledge and reinforce our staff for their hard work 
in helping our students learn and grow.  

School administration and the Values Committee also thought this was a good idea, and they sup-
ported a pilot of the program in the summer at the Elementary program level.  We set a “staff behavior 
goal” for each month, such as offering a creative solution in response to or to prevent problematic behav-

ior, or arranging the environment to promote student success.  Anytime a staff member saw one of their co-workers engaging in 
a behavior exemplifying the monthly target, their name was entered into a raffle.  At the end of the month we chose a winner at 
random who received a $25 gift card of their choice.  

This pilot, with the help of Stacey Jantzen, was such a success that the Program Coordinator of Instruction for the High School 
program level, we were able to implement the program school wide beginning in September.  Under the same premise of the 
pilot program, just on a larger scale, we are now awarding one winner a month from each of the four program levels with a $25 
gift card of their choice.  The program continues to be incredibly successful. In our first month there were 71 staff nominations!  
In addition to announcing and awarding the winners, a school wide e-mail is sent out each month recognizing the nominees and 
includes comments from nominations that highlight specific actions staff are taking to meet these monthly goals.  

We are very lucky to have this program funded through a donor who gave us unrestricted funds for the school.

Staff Recognition Program

Transition Readiness - Helping Students 
Navigate Work Experience and Opportunities

Crystal Benson, 
Behavior Specialist

Wildwood School has a long history of providing students with Transition and Work Based Learning 
services throughout their education. Over this past summer, these two departments merged into the 
Transition Readiness Department and the benefits have been felt across the school.  In the High School, 
a Pre-Vocational Continuum is being developed to help students obtain work readiness skills.  As the stu-
dent moves along the continuum, the tasks will become increasingly difficult until the skills are mastered. 

There will be a direct link to community work experiences for each area mastered and the goal of the 
continuum is to prepare students for their highest level of community integration.

The Young Adult Program has seen a surge in work experiences and vocational opportunities for our 
students. The Transition Readiness Department has reallocated resources to improve community integration for all students, as 
close to their community as possible.  We developed community hubs in Schenectady and Rensselaer in which students are learn-
ing to navigate and become a part of their home community to better assist them upon graduation. In the future, we hope to 
establish more of these hubs to better emulate services after graduation.  

In the past, the skills developed through the Work Based Learning Department have been instrumental in a student’s suc-
cessful transition. Now that these two departments have merged, we have dedicated all of our attention to how we can start the 
process of transition at an earlier age, improve on the skills being taught to our students and ensure they will be as independent 
as possible upon graduation. If you would like more information on the new Transition Readiness Department and how we can 
assist you, please contact me at (518) 640-3366 or jclausson@wildwoodprograms.org.

John Clausson, 
Coordinator of Transition Readiness Department
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“Not So Different” 

New Look at Camp Wildwood 
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The focus of Wildwood School’s Professional Learning Plan is to ensure that school staff are being 
provided the tools and resources that they need to enhance their professional growth.  The learning plan 
is focused around the Professional Learning Communities framework, which Wildwood adopted a few 
years back.  Within this framework, it is an ongoing priority and goal to create an environment that fosters 
and promotes collaboration between staff members. In order to continue to strengthen the collaboration 
already taking place within our professional learning communities, we made the commitment to begin a 
peer coaching program during the 2015-2016 school year.

During the summer, we partnered with the Capital Area School Development Association (CASDA) to 
begin the implementation of a peer coaching program.  This year long partnership started out in July with the training of 18 school 
staff (12 coaches and 6 administrators) to become peer coaches.  Representatives from the teacher, speech, OT, PT, social work, 
and behavior support departments make up the current group of peer coaches.  Over the last three months, the coaches have 
collaborated with their peers to support them as they work through challenges, acquire new skills, and meet development goals.  
This type of collaboration can be empowering and educational for both the coach and their learning partner.  

In January, a second opportunity to become trained to be a peer coach will be offered to school staff.  This training will be co-
facilitated by a CASDA member and two peer coaches and will prepare us to continue to conduct these trainings completely in-
house during the 2016-2017 school year.

While this initiative is starting out small, it is the school’s goal to continue to increase the number of staff that are trained as 
peer coaches as we move past this first year.  As this program grows it will become a very natural part of the work we do within 
our professional learning communities.

Peer Coaching Program

If you had the opportunity to visit Camp Wildwood this summer then you would have noticed the 
major improvements that have taken place.

Camp Wildwood in Altamont, NY, the primary location for Wildwood’s School Summer Extension 
Program (WSEP), is often the only opportunity for many students to experience a summer camp environ-
ment while still receiving the supports they need to avoid regression 
during the summer months.

Unfortunately, as many of you know, Camp is in dire need of major 
renovations to keep it up and running.  A concerted effort to create 

a safe and appropriate outdoor learning environment that better meets the needs of our 
students is well underway focusing on these priority areas: Safety, Health & Wellness, and 
Education.

Thanks to many generous community partners, the first phase was successfully completed 
before the camp season officially began.  The new traffic circle, parking lot, side-
walks, main lodge siding and drainage are a welcome addition that now ensures 
the safety of all of our students and staff at camp. The flurry of activity and 
excitement from the press conferences and tours while camp was in session have 
helped spearhead the Foundation’s fundraising efforts to raise about $1,200,000 
over the next five years.

Plans are currently underway for a new septic system to be in place before 
next summer with bathroom facilities, a new nursing and administration building, 
maintenance garage, and OT/PT/Speech Therapy structure soon to follow.  Please 
contact me in the Wildwood Foundation office at 518-836-2319 or lroecker@wild-
woodprograms.org for more information about the Camp Wildwood Renovation 
Project or how you can be a part of these exciting future improvements.

Lauren Roecker, 
Director of Wildwood Foundation

Carrie Giufre, 
Professional Development Specialist
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HEAL (Healthy Eating, Active Living) started as a small 
committee of energetic staff that shared a common interest in 
understanding the impact of nutrition and exercise on the learning and behaviors of our students.  It has 
grown into a full action group that now boasts fifteen members from across departments and program lev-
els including nursing, physical education, music therapy, social work, work based learning, occupational 
therapy, teachers, teaching assistants and administration.  Our goal is to promote a school wide culture 
change in order to increase: 

 •Student participation in regular physical exercise.

 •The availability of healthy food choices throughout the school program.

 •Awareness of how nutrition and exercise impact our daily lives in terms of learning, behavior, 
   attention, health, and emotional well-being.

Research informs us that an increase in physical activity promotes learning and is responsible for psychological and emotional 
well-being. Neuro-imaging studies have demonstrated that higher fitness levels in children are associated with increased atten-
tion, focus, and problem solving.  Similarly, improved nutrition can have a positive impact on physical and emotional health.

Our goal as educators is to provide a learning environment that allows students to achieve to their highest potential. Pursuant 
to this goal and with the HEAL initiatives in mind, we have increased movement opportunities for our students through the inclu-
sion of structured movement breaks in the classrooms and the establishment of Running Club, Walking Club and Dance Club.  
Classrooms are incorporating Fun Food days in their classrooms that encourage students to prepare and sample new food choices 
including smoothies and kale chips.  One of our high school classes has started a small business selling hummus. A committee 
has been established to create a cookbook with students and families across program levels.  In November we hosted Jodie Fritz 
from Price Chopper who conducted workshops entitled ‘Cook Your Way Through a Healthy Day’ at Curry Rd and Latham designed 
to teach our students about preparing healthy snacks. 
      With the help of Wildwood Foundation, we are exploring funding options to further grow and support the HEAL initiative.  
We were able to obtain a generous grant from Pioneer Bank this year that is being used to expand the Running Club and upgrade 
our green house so that our students can develop the skills to grow and sell vegetables and herbs.  Our physical education staff 
recently submitted a grant for inclusion in the President’s Council on Fitness program which promotes a healthy lifestyle for peo-
ple of all ages and abilities and is called ‘I Can Do It! You Can Do It!’  Finally, we are looking for funding in order to purchase two 
vending machines to be installed at our two school program sites.  These machines will be stocked with healthy food and drink 
choices that the adults we support will purchase, manage and maintain as part of their vocational program.  Actively engaged 
children become actively involved adults.  Here’s to a healthy future for all of our students and adults!

HEAL
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Beth McLaughlin, 
Co-Facilitator of HEAL Action Group

Almost two years ago, Wildwood School made a very important decision to incorporate CALM into our 
school.  CALM is a medically-evaluated verbal and physical intervention program developed by The New 
England Center for Children in Southborough, Massachusetts.  The CALM curriculum focuses on de-escala-
tion and the safety of students and staff.  CALM was developed specifically for professionals working with 
students diagnosed with autism or related disorders.  This curriculum is taught to staff in an intensive three-
day training program and includes many proactive techniques.

Over the past two years, a changeover was completed in order to train staff in this new curriculum.  The 
feedback from the trainings has been overwhelmingly positive.  Staff report that they feel as though they have the necessary 
skills in order to be proactive with students, as well as keep them safe in times of need.  Our overall school rates of challenging 
behavior have decreased, and staff say that they have a better understanding of the challenges students may face and how to 
best support them.

CALM utilizes approaches that are in sync with the principles of applied behavior analysis.  Wildwood School prides itself on 
evidence based best practice for students in the area and will continue to keep CALM and carry on at Wildwood School!

Keep CALM at Wildwood School
Heather Quinn, 
Associate Director for Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment
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